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ABSTRACT 
 
Anusha Hariharan: Making Political Solidarity: Kinship and Care among Dalit Feminist 
 Activists 
(Under the direction of Townsend Middleton) 
 
In this thesis, I examine the everyday life and labors of Dalit feminist activists in Tamil Nadu, 
India. I demonstrate that ‘political solidarity’ among this community of activists is forged 
through idioms of consanguineal, affinal, as well as ‘fictive’ kinship. I argue that political 
solidarity is consolidated through practices of care, that often circulate as indebtedness. I 
illustrate how a movement for social justice is a site of social reproduction, intending to nurture 
further generations of Dalit activists. By situation this ethnographic research against the 
backdrop of neoliberalism in India, I show how the meaning of ‘activism’ has changed across 
generations of kin, resulting in what I call, ‘activist anxiety’. Ultimately, I contend that these 
anxieties circle back to how older generations of activists are cared for pointing to the 
infrastructure that both makes, and unmakes, a movement for social justice. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 
Sitting on plastic chairs, fanning themselves with rolled up newspapers on a hot summer 
afternoon, Gracie and Anbu were constantly glancing at the clock on the wall. They were impatient 
to get on with their day: Gracie had to leave to the “field site” soon, and Anbu had many 
administrative duties to discharge in her current “official position” as the Principal of the 
vocational training centre for Dalit youth. I had whisked them away from their busy schedules to 
pack in a quick chat, to try and understand what their specific goals are for this archival project I 
had proposed. “They are the ones on the field, you should talk to them”, Fatima Burnad, the leader 
of the Tamil Nadu Dalit Women’s Movement, an activist who was a generation older than Gracie 
and Anbu, had told me. While she was supportive of the broader political goals that a people’s 
archive of a Dalit women’s movement would further, it was Gracie and Anbu who could hash out 
the nitty-gritties of it; after all, they were the activists in the field, and they were the ones who 
execute.  
 
Similar plastic chairs to the ones we were sitting on were lying haphazardly around the 
room, recently emptied by a whole host of activists who had been there that morning for their 
monthly review meeting. The walls of the room were bare except for a monthly calendar 
manufactured by the local grocery store and distributed to their regular customers, and a couple of 
bulletin boards which had notices and work charts up. Unlike most other NGO offices or collective
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movement spaces in South Asia, there were no posters illuminating the movement’s political 
alliances or beliefs, or the odd announcement of an activity or a rally they had organized, 
memorabilia from their past. We were sitting in the office of the Society for Rural Education and 
Development (SRED), the NGO that provides the external façade for Tamil Nadu Dalit Women’s 
Movement (TNDWM), a movement that came together in the early nineties to form a state-wide 
response to the oppression of Dalit women.  
 
SRED employees, all of whom double-up as TNDWM members and volunteers, had 
recited their progress-on-the-field over three hours before lunch-time. An air of mild frustration of 
unsatisfied goals mixed with a feeble hopefulness hung around the room. Anbu, who had 
facilitated the meeting, had tried to steer the agenda such that each activist presents a three-minute 
report on the goals set for the previous month, process or execution, and goals met. This had not 
gone as per plan. Each activist, when their turn came, had meandered into a long narrative about 
the obstacles that arose in performing their tasks, their conversations with whomever they met in 
the process, affective responses of each person they met, why goals cannot really be set or met in 
performing activist tasks, and in no particular order. After each presentation, Anbu would remind 
them that they do not have time for these lengthy discussions, and the idea is to function “in the 
same way as a regular office”, but to no avail. The monthly meeting seemed to be the time to swap 
stories and catch up on each other’s lives and activities.  
 
After I explained my motive for embarking on an archival project on Dalit movement 
history, Anbu pointedly asked me what “use” I envisaged for such an endeavour. I joked that I 
could potentially give her two answers. The first is the rational I use in funding applications, that 
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curating Dalit activist histories as an archive in and of itself could shape the discursive field of 
what is now ‘Dalit Studies’. It also has the potential to aid in rethinking certain categories within 
the social sciences, such as ‘South Asia’, or ‘resistance’, ‘struggle’, ‘marginalization’. Anbu 
chortled in a way that activists usually do when they are in conversation with academic researchers; 
the implication being that while academic enquiry may shape new ways of seeing the world, may 
even be ‘noble’, it may not always be ‘useful’ when it comes to effecting ‘real change’. I paused 
and reminded her jovially that there is a reason this is said only to funders. I said that the “real 
reason” is something that I had discussed with Fatima when I started applying to graduate school. 
Fatima and I were having lunch, when she suddenly said “people think all we do is get upset and 
organize a protest, and we have all of these planning documents, funding reports, journals and 
magazines and photographs lying around, and no way to tell them our history”. I told Anbu that a 
project like this could be the answer to Fatima’s question, that it is a useful endeavour to tell the 
public that the mass protest that they see the activists performing emerges from a cumulative 
history of political engagement, and it is important that people in Tamil Nadu know the history of 
the TNDWM and its activities.  
 
“Not very different from us, or any other organization”, Anbu quipped in return, “sell one 
‘package’ to the funder, another to the public…”. It was now Gracie’s turn to steer the conversation 
to a specific agenda. She hastily interjected saying she is familiar with the broad brushstrokes of 
what Fatima and I wanted to achieve, and agreed that it is important to archive “our history” and 
collate all the materials the movement has produced before it becomes forgotten, “Isn’t that so?”, 
she asked me, “Fatima Akkā discussed this with me last month, and I agreed… Ambedkar, 
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Periyar…they all started something…now it is our turn to tell the world how we took that 
forward…” 
 
“Ambedkar and Periyar did great things, yes, but where has that left us?!”, Anbu retorted, 
“all that is great! But they are not sorting out this mess for us, so what are we going to do? This 
project can be used to demand legal change, policy change… otherwise what is its use? Tell me, 
all this Ambedkar, Periyar, ideology is great...but they are not with us anymore. We can sit and 
talk about ideology all we want, but what are we going to do?”.  
 
In her retort, Anbu lays out the many intersecting anxieties that animate Dalit politics in 
India. On the one hand, she acknowledges the legacy of Dr. B.R. Ambedkar, the pioneer of India’s 
constitution and Dalit politics, as well as “Periyar” E.V. Ramasamy Naicker, the founder of the 
Justice Party in early twentieth century Tamil Nadu as well as a caste ideologue in the region. On 
the other hand, she is anxious, albeit pre-emptively, about the legacy that they, the Dalit feminist 
activists at TNDWM, are going to leave behind. She is also concerned with two additional things: 
one, that the value precipitated by activist labor is indexed by the use, or the purchase that it has 
in effecting tangible social and political change: for example, as Anbu observes, in demanding 
policy or legal changes. As will become evident in the next few sections, this is a function of 
“NGO-ization”1 (Alvarez 2009) and a new register of politics that straddles radical political 
articulation of dissent with “program outcome”.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1Sonia Alvarez uses NGOization to refer not only to the proliferation of NGOs in the 1990s, but to the manner 
in which international donor funding pervaded all feminist activity, structured collective political endeavor 
formally, and further, made corporate professional ethics commonsensical to way political activity is conducted 
(Alvarez 2009).  
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Secondly, Anbu’s concerns have to do with ‘collective’ action; by stressing on the word 
‘we’, she is alluding to inhabiting the world, and acting upon the world, as a collective entity. This 
is significant, as this brings up the question of what it means for activists to labor as a collective, 
where life-worlds are often created, but certainly reified, through communal labor.  
 
I frame this thesis along the themes of caste-based kinship, activist labor and the notion of 
legacy among Dalit feminist activists in the town of Arakkonam in Tamil Nadu, one of the two 
southernmost states in India. One of my key concerns is: how do caste-based kinship ties inform 
imaginaries of political solidarity among Dalit activists? To answer this question, I have organized 
my thesis in three sections. Taken together, each of these sections will go on to address questions 
on kinship, care, and legacy, respectively. I draw on both anthropological literature, and my 
ethnographic work, to make the argument that political solidarities among Dalit activists are 
informed by feminist ethics, as well as kinship ties. These are realized in economies of care that 
circulate within these kin groups, and the anxiety that has to do with leaving behind a legacy for 
further generations have to do with the activists grappling with changing social landscapes and the 
breakdown of the economy of care.   
 
I have arranged the following sections within the introduction to embed my arguments in 
the geographic and embodied landscape of north Tamil Nadu. In doing so, I have traced some of 
the changes that have occurred in the Tamil political landscape through the intertwined lenses of 
caste and gender.  
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Landscapes  
Arakkonam is always abuzz. Situated about eighty kilometers to the west of Chennai, the 
capital city of Tamil Nadu, it is one of the most prominent southern ‘junction’ towns in the 
peninsula. This means that almost every train serving national rail routes in India has to necessarily 
make a substantial halt at the railway station- Arakkonam Junction, to change gauges. Being a 
junction town, it is marked by a sense of immediacy. People’s daily rhythms often mirror train 
schedules, regardless of whether or not they plan to travel that day. The town ‘square’ is situated 
around the railway station, and a large part of the town’s spatial economy bolsters this industry. 
Workers, across classes, make the daily trip to Chennai and back. The ones who make up a 
miniscule fraction of the city’s IT industry enjoy the luxury of travelling to Chennai in fifty quick 
minutes on the Shatabdi, an air-conditioned fast train that spans the length of Chennai and 
Bangalore twice a day in a mere five hours. The middle and working classes, however, take the 
slow ‘local’ train. The entry into the district on the slow train is marked by an olfactory welcome, 
the coastal air being replaced by one suggestive of an industrial residue.  
 
Moving further towards the outer perimeter of district the landscape turns bucolic, and 
lacks a sense of immediacy: a Church which people have been going to since the early twentieth 
century, old temples with their dried up ponds, government schools that have not acquired a new 
coat of paint for three generations of school-goers. The village of Kallaaru, which houses the main 
office of the SRED and by default, of TNDWM, is a twenty-minute auto-rickshaw ride from the 
town center. The path to the villages is dotted with different buildings that support the railway 
economy and house railway officers, the “good” part of town, as an intern in the organization put 
it. Gracie and others refer to that part of town as ooru, the word literally translating into ‘town’, 
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but in connotation denotes caste-spatiality, as only Caste-Hindus2 inhabit that space.  The ceri, on 
the other hand, literally translating into ‘slum’ in contemporary Tamil lingo, or its oft-used English 
equivalent, ‘colony’ is where the activists live. It broadly denotes the ‘periphery’, well outside the 
jurisdiction of official city-planning, largely occupied by Dalit hamlets (Gorringe 2005).  
 
Caste and Tamil Nationalism 
While Tamil Nadu has had a robust history of caste politics, Arakkonam had never been a 
hub of political organizing. Scholars have written extensively about the Dravidian Movement in 
Tamil Nadu. Founded on the ideology that the ‘Dravidians’ are an ethnic group indigenous to the 
southern part of India, unjustly colonized by ‘Aryan’ settlers in the northern part of the sub-
continent in the Vedic period, this theory, however shaky, has acquired political purchase in post-
colonial Tamil Nadu. When mapped onto a contemporary social world using corresponding 
categories, this becomes a tool to dissent the hegemony of the Indian nation-state, with is typically 
associated with North India. While Tamil Nadu has never experienced economic instability or 
marginalization based on ethnicity like groups from the north-eastern states of India or Kashmiri 
Muslims, dissent has largely been based on cultural marginalization. For example, Sumathi 
Ramaswamy (1993) writes about the political legacy of Tamil Nadu constructed through dissent 
against the imposition of Hindi as the national language from the 1930s to 1960s on cultural 
grounds, and the demand to secede from the Indian nation-state acquiring popularity in the 1940s 
and 1950s. Ramaswamy traces how this has led to a form of regional cultural nationalism amongst 
Tamils, and how caste and gender relations are inscribed within this (other) hegemony. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2‘Caste-Hindus’ refers to all the castes that are considered to exist within the caste-system of the Hindu fold. The 
Dalit community comprises of an agglomeration of castes that are the lowest in the caste-hierarchy, are 
considered ‘untouchable’ by every other caste, and is considered to be outside of the Hindu fold. For the 
relationship between ‘caste status’ and the accordance (or the lack) of personhood within Hindu philosophy, see 
Ciotti 2012.  
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Indeed, “Periyar” E.V. Ramaswamy Naicker, whose legacy Anbu refers to earlier in my 
narrative, was one of the most popular leaders of what eventually became the Dravidian 
Movement. The precursor of the Dravidian movement in Tamil Nadu, the Self Respect Movement 
(1920s and 1930s), had actually set the stage for a progressive politics on caste, as well as gender 
and sexuality. Founded on Rationalist principles, it advocated a politics that identified women as 
equal comrades, pushing for women to have autonomy over their minds and bodies (Hodges 2008). 
By the 1940s, the movement had become aligned with the rhetoric of Tamil cultural nationalism, 
replacing the Self-Respecter’s vision of the just and equal society (Geetha and Rajadurai 1998) 
with a normative gender discourse in which virtuous and non-Brahmin Tamil womanhood is both 
revered as symbolic of the Tamil Nation and the site upon which a regional identity is founded. 
As a wide literature now shows, this discourse has increasingly excluded women from the region’s 
mainstream political spaces, and often cited by the Dalit feminist activists I work with as one of 
the primary motives of starting an exclusively Dalit women’s movement.   
 
The 1970s marks an important decade for Dalit politics in the region. Inspired by the Black 
Panthers movement in the United States, several young men came together in both Maharashtra as 
well as Tamil Nadu to form the Dalit Panther Movement (Gorringe 2005). In Tamil Nadu, the 
Panthers came together as a response to two different things. On the one hand, there was 
dissatisfaction among the Dalits with the Dravidian Movement, which largely consisted of the 
‘Other Backward Classes’ (OBC). The OBCs are the ‘middle castes’ in the hierarchy who did not 
possess the cultural and spiritual power of the Brahmins, or other upper castes, but certainly 
benefitted from being ‘Caste-Hindus’. The OBCs regularly practiced untouchability against Dalits, 
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and the Dravidian Movement often jettisoned issues particular to Dalit castes. Their rhetoric was 
founded on the Brahmin vs. Non-Brahmin dichotomy, homogenizing the experience of all non-
Brahmin castes. This has led to a lack of acknowledgement of the granularity of caste practices 
and power, and often, elides the form of violence and abuse that OBC castes perpetrate on Dalit 
communities. On the other hand, Dalit communities have been let down by the Communist Parties. 
While these Parties have a robust critique of class, and have acquired many gains for Dalit 
communities in terms of mobilizing and organizing against work-based exploitation, the 
foregrounding of caste identity and experience necessarily threatens the homogenous ‘proletarian’ 
identity that socialist rhetoric is founded on.  
 
Since the late 1990s, the Dalit Panthers have taken on a new political form, now led by 
Thol. Thirumavalavan. Thirumavalavan, a charismatic Dalit politician, led the Panthers to 
collectivize as a ‘political party’. They decided that for the Dalit community to acquire full 
citizenship and further constitutional gains, the Panthers have to enter an electoral political arena, 
and in doing so, contest elections. This particular iteration of the Panthers, have resurrected a Tamil 
nationalist rhetoric. For example, a few years ago, at the height of the Sri Lankan civil war, the 
party called for all of Tamil Nadu to support their ‘Tamil brethren’ across the Palk Strait. However, 
this solidarity was founded on a constructed, essentialised Tamil-ness, often disregarding the 
violence meted out on Tamil civilians by the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Ealam (L.T.T.E.), a Tamil 
liberation group that believed in armed warfare, and set up a quasi-state in the north and east of 
Sri Lanka. Another change that has come about with the Dalit Panthers molding themselves into a 
political party has been, appropriately, to insist on the use of the Tamil translation of their name, 
the Viduthalai Chiruthaigal. This has allowed for more ‘political purchase’ within Tamil Nadu.  
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While Thirumavalavan’s ideological articulation may be steeped in Tamil nationalist 
rhetoric, his political imaginary departs from his predecessors. For one, he is the only politician in 
Tamil Nadu in dialogue with Tamil political women, especially young Dalit women. While his 
political affiliations are not feminist by any measure, he certainly foregrounds gender as a political 
lens in his speeches. As such, he is regularly invited by TNDWM to address the audience at 
conventions and larger meetings that they organize. While activists like Fatima and Gracie 
acknowledge the inherently patriarchal nature of either Tamil cultural essentialism or the 
aspiration for electoral power and nation-building, they value and trust Thirumavalavan as a 
‘comrade’ who ultimately is invested in fighting injustice against Dalits. While there may be a 
marked difference between Thirumavalavan and the feminist activists at TNDWM in terms of how 
they articulate their political commitments or imaginaries, these moments of solidarity mark the 
significance of caste- based genealogies and the communal experience of marginalization in 
shaping the identity.  
 
Feminist Praxis  
In this context, Dalit feminist groups appear to be placed in a position of critique both of a 
mainstream politics dominated by OBC interests, as well as one that is dominated by an oppressive 
gender ideology. Concurrently, scholars like Sharmila Rege (Rege 2006, 2013) also position Dalit 
feminism in critique of mainstream feminism in India. Informed by a close reading of Ambedkar 
and her interaction with Dalit feminist activist groups in Maharashtra, Rege identifies Dalit 
feminism to articulate gender as a category produced through caste, rather than a politics formed 
through the intersection, or collision, of caste and gender identities. Feminist scholarship on caste 
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in Tamil Nadu is often inscribed within a similar framework (Anandhi 2013, Geetha 1998, Kapadia 
2002).  
 
The distinction between these two forms of feminist praxis, and scholarship that has 
emerged from it, is evinced in another related debate: autonomous feminist groups vs. NGOs. 
Scholars of social movements, development, as well as feminism have commented on the shifting 
landscape of activism in South Asia and other parts of the world since the 1990’s. Temporally, this 
shift is marked by the fourth World Conference on Women organized by the United Nations and 
held in Beijing in 1995 for scholars and activists alike. As Amrita Basu (2000) astutely observes, 
the purpose of the Beijing Conference was to structure grassroots movement in the global South 
in ways that are iterable to the global Human Rights agenda, and in the process, make the ‘local’ 
either ‘global’ or ‘transnational’. Sonia Alvarez (2009) clarifies this for us in her reflective article 
on NGO-ization in Latin America: she contends that these changes are not just in reference to 
‘NGO Boom’ in the 1990s across Latin America, i.e. they are not limited to mushrooming of many 
organizations in terms of numbers. They have to do with structuring organizations 
bureaucratically, employing full-time paid staff, being a ‘player’ in international donor market-
place, and what she attributes to “national and global neoliberalism’s active promotion and official 
sanctioning of particular organizational forms and practices among feminist organizations and 
other sectors of civil societies” (2009, 176). The narrative in South Asia is not very different: 
indeed, Inderpal Grewal and Victoria Bernal (2014) have dedicated an entire anthology to 
complicating these landscapes, and Srila Roy has captured the profound sense of loss and 
melancholia that permeates the vocabulary that the women’s movement in India uses in capturing 
its ‘pre-Beijing’ days (2009).  
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Kinship and Dalit Feminism 
In this section, I explore notions of ‘relatedness’ in a Dalit feminist collective located in 
the town of Arakkonam, in northern Tamil Nadu. I use the term ‘relatedness’ as conceptualized in 
the new wave of kinship anthropology beginning in the 1990s, which came to fruition in a collected 
volume Cultures of Relatedness: New Approaches to the Study of Kinship (Carsten 2000). 
Influenced by David Schneider and Marilyn Strathern, Carsten and others contend that the shift 
they envisage, in theorizing kinship in Anthropology, challenges the Levi-Strauss-Dumont manner 
of conceptualizing kinship as ‘closed’ and totalizing systems. Instead, they use the term 
‘relatedness’ in tandem with ‘kinship’ (to both challenge and complicate it) with two goals in 
mind: to pay attention to ‘indigenous idioms of being related rather than a reliance on pre-given 
definitions or previous versions’ (2000, pp 4) as well as to complicate the relationship between the 
‘biological’ and ‘social’ as distinct tropes.  
 
 As I intend to show, Tamil idioms of kinship inform both the ways in which feminists in 
the movement relate to each other, as well as in making collective moral worlds. These idioms 
shape the ways in which people address each other, and the quality of relatedness that these 
Althusserian ‘interpellations’ signify (Althusser [1971] 2006). They also index hierarchies that 
mimic those within heteronormative family life. Further, these idioms often indicate the ethics and 
morals by which people choose to live, and interpret each others’ actions.  
I also claim that these forms of relatedness secure the purpose of providing care, either by 
consolidating power by tapping into kin-networks for membership and recruitment, or standing-in 
as family members for younger activists and performing Tamil rites and rituals that are markers of 
transition into a different life stage. By doing so, I seek to complicate an idea that has become 
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popular in Feminist scholarship that posits affective kinship as premised on dissolving hierarchy, 
and the understandings of ‘equality’ that circulate in liberal worlds3. There is a substantial critique 
within the field, of anthropology’s tendency to transport liberal imaginaries of the ‘good’ into 
contexts, where ethical formations emerge from complex histories that do not map easily onto such 
imaginaries (see Mahmood 2004, Asad 2003). In highlighting the circulation of hierarchies in 
feminist imaginaries of care as well as Tamil kinship arrangements, this thesis complicates the 
idea that affective kinship in the context of progressive political activism is necessarily non-
hierarchical. 
 
I will make the claim that moral cosmologies of Dalit activist communities, like the one I 
work with, is in a productive tension with liberal frameworks, and a feminist politics that emerges 
from it. This tension emerges in two different instances. First, they frequently situate their work 
within the framework of Human Rights. TNDWM is funded by Dan Church Aid, a Danish donor 
organization whose mission is to provide humanitarian aid to the world’s poorest. In their funding 
reports, program evaluations, etc. Fatima, Anbu and the others routinely use a Human Rights 
toolkit to evaluate their work. In fact, Anbu is one of the first from the Dalit community in 
Arakkonam to be educated in the United States, where she got a Masters degree in Human Rights 
from Columbia University, her trajectory resonating with that of “Babasaheb” Dr. B.R. Ambedkar 
who, incidentally, also went to Columbia to get a Masters in Law. In this context, the circulation 
of categories like injustice, violation, etc. which feature prominently in these women’s lives, often 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3I refer here to a trend that includes, but is not limited to, Weston (1991), George (2001) and Dave (2012) that 
hierarchizes the value of a “chosen” family as opposed to kinship forged through descent and community. While 
the notion of “queerness” is central to the definition of “chosen family”, this literature takes into account the 
politics of marginalization and feminist solidarity and arguably speaks to feminist collectives more broadly.  
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need to be translated based on the spaces they circulate within:  Human Rights discourse, or the 
radical Dalit political discourse.  
 
Second, this tension is palpable whenever the women’s movement across the nation 
congregates. There is often a clear bifurcation in feminist praxis of feminists in big metropolitan 
cities in India, carry the privilege of being upper-class and middle/upper-caste, and have the ability 
to access global feminist discourses. A critique has emerged both from scholars and activists that 
elite, urban feminist groups often act from the liberal premise that the category of ‘woman’, the 
subject of feminist politics (see Menon 2004), is homogeneous, and the experience of womanhood 
is uniform. And therefore, Fatima and others are as much interlopers to the spaces constructed by 
the Indian women’s movement, as much as they are to a male-dominated Dalit political sphere. 
Sharmila Rege’s scholarship on gender and caste is useful in thinking about this problematic. Rege 
pushes this critique even further, by identifying that the imaginary within an “elite” feminist 
politics in India which posits the ideal feminist subject as having transcended community, and 
broken off any ties to caste or communal groups, and birthing the homogeneous category of 
‘woman’ (Rege 2013).   As such, my work complicates Rege’s argument by situating this 
problematic in the everyday lived realities of Dalit feminist activists and networks of kinship and 
care that produce political solidarity. In that sense, feminist ethos is constituted by, rather than a 
departure from, kinship network and the corresponding set of affects that organize kinship. Having 
made this critique, it must be noted that the feminist movement has been far more open to critique, 
and self-reflexive in dialogue, than any masculinist Dalit space.  
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In the spirit of Rege’s observations I contend that caste-membership and community 
invariably, or unfailingly, inform the quality of inhabiting the world (see Pandian 2010) and 
corresponding imaginaries of relatedness. I begin with the premise, which I seek to reiterate with 
more nuance using ethnographic detail, that the project of feminism cannot ‘speak to’ caste, but a 
feminist politics is generated by virtue of the self(/selves) that are forged through membership and 
experience of caste (Ciotti 2010). The activists I work with are members of one of two Dalit sub-
castes in Arakkonam. These women (and men) are tied to each other, however closely or distantly, 
either by blood or marriage, owing to caste endogamy. Therefore, forms of relatedness where 
feminist solidarity and caste-based kinship ties co-conscribe each other, should be central to 
anthropological enquiry.  
 
Finally, I end on a note illustrating the anxieties and apprehensions that pertain to legacy. 
Changing notions of struggle, resistance and collective power since the 1990’s in India have also 
transformed the landscape of activism. My collaborators, who were schooled into an activism 
which was specific to its time have begun to realize that those modes of organizing and mobilizing 
are anachronistic for this era. For example, TNDWM conceptualizes its activist strategies and 
action based on the assumption that their ‘target audience’, women in rural northern Tamil Nadu, 
primarily perform agricultural labor, and that these women’s lives are conducted almost entirely 
within the socio-economic space of the village. This is not the case anymore, as young Dalit 
women mostly work in factories in the neighboring district, and they are far more mobile compared 
to a previous generation of women. In this scenario, TNDWM struggles with the knowledge that 
their goals and strategies need to be revisited.  
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Simultaneously, feminist activists have also witnessed what aging precipitates when a 
person does not lead the life of a normative Tamil woman, and has instead put all her life’s labor 
and love into effecting social change. I contend that these anxieties that have to do with legacy are 
tied to concerns of recognition, whether social, or political i.e. from the state. Without future 
generations of Dalit women to serve as conduits for the histories that their mothers and 
grandmothers leave them with, it is likely that subaltern demands for recognition would transform, 
and acquire a new vocabulary and tenor, that is unrecognizable to this aging generation of Dalit 
feminist activists. Ultimately, it becomes a cause for concern if younger people do not envision 
‘community’ in the same way as they do. By exploring these critical connections between activism, 
community, and legacy, I ultimately conclude with an ‘appendix’ section on why we – my 
collaborators at TNDWM and I – chose to curate an archive of Dalit movement histories, and the 
discussions that generated.  
 
Roadmap of the Thesis 
In the next section, I begin foregrounding ethnographic material, to explore how the notion 
of debt, or indebtedness, circulates among kin to cement political solidarity. My argument will 
open up a discussion on how hierarchy within a political movement is indexed by caste-based 
kinship, which is rooted in Tamil cultural understandings of power, masculinity and femininity. I 
will also go on to discuss how care is precipitated through the circulation of indebtedness. Building 
on Clara Han’s work on debt and care (2011), I argue that the donor funding economy, a product 
of neoliberalism in India, has generated a material infrastructure for practices of care. This 
infrastructure functioned hand-in-hand with care infrastructure already present within the activist 
network at TNDWM. Simultaneously, neoliberal frameworks, which allowed for this material 
infrastructure to emerge, also gradually obliterated the same notions of care among the generation 
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growing up in, and reaping the benefits of neoliberalism in India. In this section, I engage with the 
paradox that this produces.  
 
My second section will explore the importance of keeping up appearances of agreement 
and lack of turmoil within the TNDWM. To summarize: while activists agree that disagreement 
and dialogue are foundational in generating constructive dialogue and action, the façade of unity 
and agreement within a movement is essential in carving out a niche within the political landscape 
in Tamil Nadu. As Dalit feminist activists, these women are often walking a tightrope. They 
straddle a culture of masculinity that is palpable within both Dalit political spheres as well as other 
caste movements in the region, as well as disavowal from upper caste feminists in the rest of the 
country who repudiate funded political activity. In this context, the guise of cohesion becomes 
important. Here, I am most interested in the idioms that render these guises iterable.  
 
The third section will explore futures that movements envisage for themselves. I do this 
using the lens of anxiety, and its relationship with the creation of legacy. Drawing on Laurence 
Ralph’s scholarship on generational differences in Black gangs in inner-city Chicago, and the 
manner in which nostalgia organizes the affects associated with these temporal changes  (2014), I 
argue that the collective experience of anxiety in this context have to do with two related concerns: 
one, the changing social landscapes inhabited by the next generation, and two, building a legacy 
that enables different generations to establish continuity of social worlds that they inhabit. In this 
context as well, the notion of care indexes both generational change, as well as the need to build, 
and fuel, activist legacies.   
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I conclude by tying up the three themes of kinship, care and legacy-building and posing 
some questions for future study, including my proposed dissertational research. Toward that end, 
I take this opportunity to identify literatures as well as constellations of debates within the field of 
anthropology that my work could be in dialogue with. Finally, I present an appendix that elaborates 
on methodology in the context of collaborative research. I do not have a separate section on 
‘Methods’ in this thesis, and this choice is deliberate. My intention in presenting this section as an 
appendix takes up the question of ‘usefulness’ of research, particularly when working in 
collaboration with communities. In conducting participatory research, an array of challenges came 
up, in being native to the Tamil region, being imbricated in caste and age hierarchies, straddling 
an insider-outsider status. I hope to continue exploring different registers of writing and expression 
and that can capture these dynamics, and contribute to a discussion of positionality in constructive 
ways.  
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CHAPTER 2: ECONOMIES OF KINSHIP AND CARE 
 
“The amaippu is like one’s ‘parents’… they get you ready for life… give you the skills 
you need to journey life… the Iyakkam is like the family you marry into… the struggles, 
joys, everything is collective…” 
(From an interview with Chandra Amma, a Dalit activist aged sixty, June 2016) 
 
Chandra Amma, a senior grassroots activist who is a member of TNDWM, was idly 
reminiscing. She had been exposed to Dalit politics when she was in her twenties, by her sister-in-
law Thayaramma, who had already built a reputation in their village as a grassroots activist. Both 
women worked with a village-level collective under the umbrella of The Grama Penngal 
Viduthalai Iyakkam (“Rural Women’s Liberation Movement”), which in the late 1980s morphed 
into the TNDWM. The lexical particularities that Chandra Amma uses, gives us a clue to unpack 
her taxonomy of collective spaces of struggle and resistance. The Tamil words amaippu and 
Iyakkam indicate this: amaippu literally translates into ‘collective’, its purpose undefined, but 
characterized by intimacy. Iyakkam, on the other hand, means ‘movement’ or in more colloquial 
understanding a ‘forum’, automatically signifying political purpose and direction. 
 
In characterizing the amaippu as a more intimate space, Chandra Amma uses the analog of 
the consanguineal home, where an individual is schooled into the basic skills required to journey
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 life. In a sense, it is not ‘real life’; it is where you ‘practice’4. The Iyakkam on the other 
hand, is what you transition to when you enter ‘adulthood’: it has a purpose, a direction. There are 
set goals that all members take responsibilities for. And, as she says, the struggles as well as the 
joys are collective, unlike a ‘natal home’ where your parents ostensibly shield you from the 
difficulties of the world, while letting you partake in the joys and successes in it. However, what I 
find most fascinating is the metaphor that underscores this articulation: in stripping these relations 
down to their bare bones, Chandra Amma chose to compare these collective spaces that have 
defined her entire adult life to family. The analogy lays out the putative characteristics and 
expectations of affinal and consanguineal ties, and what they ideally represent, in Tamil Nadu.   
 
In this section, I show how idioms of kinship circulate within the Dalit feminist community 
in Arakkonam to cement political solidarity. These idioms are derived from both fictive as well as 
filial forms of Tamil kinship. In order to do so, I examine kinship and community based practices 
as expressions of ‘relatedness’, as discussed earlier. In doing so, I also explore the links between 
kinship- both real and fictive- and forms of care.  
 
The Movement and its Leader(s) 
	  
Fatima Burnad Natesan has many things to her acclaim. Her CV reads impeccably. Apart 
from being one of the prominent leaders of the Dalit movement in Tamil Nadu, she is the president 
of the TNDWM, the convener of the Women’s Coalition for Change in Tamil Nadu, the founder 
of the Society for Rural Education and Development, and one of the Board members of the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4I draw this inference from my interviews with the activists I interviewed in Summer 2016. Margaret Trawick 
writes about a similar construct of “childhood” and “growing up” in Notes on Love in a Tamil Family (1990).  
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Association for Women in Development, an international network of feminists working towards 
social change. She is situated in both localized spaces of activism, which is regional, Tamil-
speaking, place-oriented, as well as global activist networks. The latter, especially, opens her up 
to discursive spaces of solidarity building, where she is connected to activists working on race, 
activists in theological seminaries initiating conversations on injustice and dissent, international 
donor organizations etc. These connections have enabled Fatima to accrue cultural and social 
capital (Bourdieu 1986), making her very resourceful, and therefore, powerful within the Dalit 
political landscape; the space accorded to her within TNDWM is that of the matriarch.  
 
It is necessary here to dwell on how Fatima’s accrued capital could be characterized in 
terms of Bourdieu’s taxonomy of capital. Bourdieu identifies cultural capital as being embodied 
in a person, such that it becomes an integral part of their habitus. Further, he contends that there is 
a temporal quality to acquiring cultural capital i.e. the work of acquiring this form of capital 
demands “an investment, above all of time” (1986, pp. 18). The labor that Fatima has performed 
to acquire knowledge through institutionalized means, as well as informally through a dialogue 
with race activists and donors abroad, has resulted in cultural capital; it is embodied, on the hand, 
and on the other, is a result of temporal investment.  
 
In plugging herself to networks of activists, donors and researchers abroad, Fatima has also 
acquired social capital. Again, it is essential to go back to Bourdieu, who says that for social capital 
to be put to use and recognized as such in any exchange, the situation calls for (a) “a continuous 
series of exchanges in which recognition is endlessly affirmed and reaffirmed” (1986, pp 22), and 
(b) acquiring a “specific competence (knowledge of genealogical relationships and of real 
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connection and skill at using them, etc.) and an acquired disposition to acquire and maintain this 
competence, which are themselves integral parts of this capital” (1986, pp. 23). In an interview 
with Fatima, she spoke about how she had been groomed from a very young age to fashion herself 
as an activist. While her family had very little in terms of monetary wealth, her father was an 
evangelical preacher and high school teacher, who was well connected with the Churches of South 
India (C.S.I.). The C.S.I. is an agglomeration of the churches present in the southern part of India, 
consist of multiple denominations in their network, but most importantly are linked to charitable 
Christian donor organizations in the rest of the world. They also have trained Human Rights 
advocates, who are also pastors and preachers, flying down every year to conduct training 
workshops. Fatima’s father ensured that she had access to training programs, and often advocated 
with the Bishop in Chennai to let her attend the training sessions for no cost.  
 
In occupying the position of the matriarch, Fatima commands respect and loyalty from the 
rest of TNDWM. In return, she performs ‘favors’ that are read by the others as ‘care’. As I elaborate 
further in the paragraphs to come, Fatima’s motives in performing these ‘favors’ are spoken of by 
the other activists, in terms of pācam (affection), pātukkāppu (care, can also translate into 
‘protection’) and as Fatima possessing a tankammāna manasu (a heart of gold). In a sense, there 
is a process of exchange at play: care provided, causes emotional indebtedness, which in turn 
precipitates loyalty. The circulation of kinship and care in this context, then, evinces Bourdieu’s 
conceptualization of ‘capital conversion’ (1986, pp 24-25). Bourdieu embeds this form of non-
specific indebtedness, which he says is basically “gratitude” (pp 24) in a temporally undefined 
sociability. That is, indebtedness is accrued over time in conversions where the exchange is not 
economic-economic, in which case the exchange would be immediate, and therefore, time-bound 
	   34	  
and more importantly, definite and complete. In this case, exchanges that involve kinship 
relationships have a temporal structure that possibly extends beyond the lives and life-spans of 
individuals engaged in the exchange. Finally, it is important to acknowledge that this form of 
sociability is not “temporally undefined”, but temporally (re-)structured to invoke kinship 
genealogies. As I show in the next paragraph, the exchange between Fatima and another activist, 
where the payment of a child’s school fees (a temporally bound economic transaction) is 
exchanged for loyalty and allegiance (which are not temporally defined), invoke affect informed 
by kinship genealogies.  
 
Saroja Amma, an activist in her seventies who has been around since the inception of the 
movement, said that Fatima had paid for her grandson’s school fees through the 1990s. “She 
educated him… we had no money… the land parcel that we received from the government was 
useless… it seemed to be a bad time for agriculture”, she lamented. Saroja Amma is referring here 
to the changes that took place in the agrarian economy of Tamil Nadu in the 1990s, a time when 
the agrarian economy of the state was changing and ownership of cultivable land parcels didn’t 
yield as much of an income as it did a decade before (Harriss-White and Janakarajan 2004, Heyer 
2000). “That is why she is like family,” said Saroja Amma, “she does not expect me to pay this 
back. She took care of my grandson like she would her own nephew”.  
 
Like Saroja Amma, the other activists also frequently refer to Fatima as an ‘older sister’ or 
a ‘generous aunt’. Gracie has a narrative that is similar to Saroja Amma’s, and her narrative doesn’t 
necessarily involve even a partially economic transaction. In the late 1980s, Gracie was a 
‘fieldworker’ for a small civil society organization which received infrastructural assistance from 
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the C.S.I. Her specialization, as she puts it, is education, Fatima spotted her when she was speaking 
at a local seminar on primary education in the neighboring town of Vellore, and approached her a 
few weeks later: “Akka asked whether I want to be part of the movement, she said she saw a lot of 
potential in me”. I got the sense that Gracie was trying to convey that she was ‘found’ by Fatima, 
that if Akka had not been at that meeting, and she had not heard her make the speech which was 
bursting with potential, she may not have had an activist career after all. “Fatima Akka is like the 
older sister I never had”, she said, somebody constantly looking out for her. The indebtedness that 
Gracie feels towards Fatima emerges from that moment of recognition- of ‘potential’- which then 
stretched on, in assurances that Gracie is capable of more, by investing in training her, sending her 
abroad to meet other Human Rights defenders. “Whatever I am today, I owe it all to Akka”, Gracie 
said as a concluding note.  
 
In Saroja Amma’s case, there is an actual monetary debt that had accrued, which was 
written off by Fatima; it only seemed appropriate that she enabled the schooling of a child whom 
she had watched grow up. Gracie, however, is talking about another kind of debt: which is not 
specific in quantity, has been accrued over time, akin to what Bourdieu would call “gratitude” 
(1986, pp 24). In a sense, it is similar to Clara Han’s conceptualization of indebtedness. In her 
work, Han maps the contours of two different kinds of indebtedness- one that circulates within the 
realm of the credit economy in neo-liberal Chile, and the other, which circulates in a world forged 
through kinship and relatedness, and travels through the currency of ‘care’ (Han 2011).  
 
To summarize Han’s argument further, entering the temporality of indebtedness to Chilean 
neoliberal institutions allows kin to fulfil bonds of family obligation. To build on Han’s theses, in 
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my empirics, the TNDWM, or the movement, mediates Dalit activist engagement with neoliberal 
institutions of finance, by allowing them to access international donor funding. The movement 
functions as a social security net for the activists. In doing so, it is not a transcendent body removed 
from concerns of community and family but embedded in these structures and the affective ties 
that accompany it: indeed, it posits all Dalit activists engaged in the same endeavor of TNDWM 
as ‘family’.  
 
Finally, the TNDWM has installed mechanisms to protect activists and their existing mass-
base of women in Self-Help Groups affiliated to their organization from taking out loans from 
nationalized banks as well as private donors who encourage rural SHGs to be part of a ‘credit 
economy’ and enter the cycle of borrowing loans, the inability to pay back loans, and taking out 
another loan to pay back the first, only to accrue a never-ending cycle of loans. However, the 
TNDWM along with the SRED has a mechanism by which these ‘loans’ are given out under the 
pretext of ‘program funding’. While it may act as a bulwark against the depredations of neoliberal 
cycles of borrowing, the TNDWM is premised on the hierarchies of kinship. Fatima, being the 
matriarch, is always ever the ‘giver’, and the leader of the movement. Therefore, the bonds of 
financial and filial indebtedness are far more embroiled in each other.  
 
Care and Indebtedness 
Similarly, Venkat, primarily an employee of the Society for Rural Education and 
Development (SRED), and also an activist with the TNDWM, was worried about his son-in-law, 
Aravamudan. Aravamudan, a Dalit man from the neighboring district of Vellore, had recently lost 
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his job. He was working in one of the Naidu factories near Arakkonam town5. Ridden with anxiety, 
Venkat went to Fatima with his troubles. Dreams of a secure future for his daughter were 
evaporating fairly quickly.  
 
He reported the outcome of the conversation to me, “Akka need not have really done 
anything about it, I just wanted to convey my worries to her. But she actually created a job for him 
here. He is now our driver… we are one of those organizations now, which needs to employ a 
driver because of the many trips we have to make in and around Arakkonam”. It was not that 
Venkat went into the conversation thinking that Fatima would not necessarily spring into action 
when she hears his worrying news: however, this form of care could take on many forms, and the 
form it took on that particular day, was to attend to it monetarily, by creating a source of income. 
Indeed, this also speaks to a nexus between two forms of capital: in order to create a source of 
income, Fatima had probably put in a requisition with her donors establishing the need for a driver, 
and this would have been categorically marked as ‘additional overhead costs’, a sign of her cultural 
capital. Simultaneously, Venkat stands to gain from this transaction, denoting both their social 
capital. Venkat, however, still reads this act as one of care, and not necessarily as a social 
transaction.   
 
I was curious to see who Aravamudan was, but in my first few days at the SRED office, he 
was not around. I was introduced to him when he took Gracie and me on a trip further north, to 
villages on the Andhra Pradesh border, to interview the Telugu-speaking activists. He offered to 
take us, saying that it would be more comfortable for us in the heat, and additionally, as he spoke 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5Naidus are the dominant caste in Arakkonam, and more broadly in Vellore District, that is the key player in 
industrial capital while Vanniyars are the dominant caste that has consolidated agricultural capital.  
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Telugu and offered to translate. I was intrigued that he knew the details of the archival project, but 
Gracie was unsurprised.  
 
In the days following the field-trip to the Andhra border, I would see Aravamudan 
performing tasks that had nothing to do with driving or automobiles per se. He would be making 
phone calls to journalists, the Revenue office staff, or going with an activist contingent to the 
collector’s office. Certainly, he performed duties that require him to drive; for example, he would 
drive activists when they go on fact-finding missions, or if they need to go to a campaign meeting 
to Chennai. However, his role was not at all peripheral to the work of the organization, and the 
labor he performed was not limited to driving. While this ‘role’- of being the assigned ‘driver’ of 
the organization- is intelligible to donors and funders, this is not necessarily the only form of labor 
that someone like Aravamudan performs, or is expected to perform.  
 
On one of our field visits, I asked Gracie if Aravamudan is considered a ‘fellow’ activist. 
She looked mildly confused, and then replied, “But, [aanaal] he works here, and he is Venkat’s 
son-in-law. He knows us all, and he performs office duties”. She used the word “aanaal”6 
indicating the English usage ‘but’, or ‘however’, implying that my question was founded on a 
premise that had a parochial understanding of activist labor:  the premise of my question assumed 
that not everybody could be counted as an ‘activist’ unless they were recognized as one 
(designation) and had acquired the skills (mimetic learning or formal training) to perform the work 
it entailed. Despite this ambivalence, I doubt if Gracie would refute my assumption in its entirety. 
As someone who trains women in the ‘business’ of collective organizing for human rights, she 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6The word “aanaal” here was also said in a huff, as if Gracie was tiring of my inability to “catch on” to ways of 
understanding the world that were commonsensical to her.  
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speaks in the NGO-ized vocabulary ubiquitous to post- Beijing women’s rights politics, as 
discussed in the previous section. “So-and-so is acquiring legal skills to work with ActionAid” or 
“her main role in the organization is fact-finding”, “her expertise is in education policy”. 
Statements like these tell us that activists like Gracie do hold the perception that there is a specific 
tool-kit that a person has to acquire to be in the ‘trade’ of activism.  
 
Fatima had not necessarily looked for these skills when she hired Aravamudan. To begin 
with, he had been hired as a driver, and the only relevant skill here, is his ability to drive. However, 
she expected him to perform duties over and above what was defined in his metaphorical contract. 
He was Venkat’s son-in-law, who needed an income, and had hung around the organization for 
several years: the tasks he was expected to (furthermore, equipped) to perform, had little to do 
with why he ultimately gained employment at SRED.  
 
When reminiscing the first few years of being part of the movement, Chandra Amma spoke 
about SRED’s decision to take in young Dalit girls in their ‘make-shift’ shelters. These were girls 
who had undergone sexual assault, or whose families were unable to provide them with support. 
In ‘adopting’ these girls, women in the movement had not just ‘given them a home’ i.e. a place to 
dwell, but had provided them with resources to go to school, helped them with homework, arranged 
to perform the sub-caste specific rites that correlate with menarche ceremonies, bought them new 
clothes for Pongal and Deepavali7. Chandra Amma specified that Fatima had arranged for this to 
be done, in the way an ‘older aunt’ would. In a similar vein, she mentioned that women who came 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7Pongal and Deepavali are significant markers of the Tamil Calendar, the former being the festival of harvest, 
and the latter the festival of lights, and celebrated all over the country. Pongal, however, is specific to Tamil 
Nadu, and is associated with Tamil mannu or soil, and is idiomatic of Tamil cultural nationalism.	  	  
	   40	  
to the shelter, ‘victims’ of domestic violence, were looked after in the same way that ‘older sisters’ 
would their siblings (“oru Akka maathiri… yen, Akka-vey thaan”: “She was like an older sister to 
us all… why, she is our older sister).  
 
Certainly, this form of care-- given to a twelve-year old who has been gang-raped by 
dominant caste boys, or a twenty-year old who has come into the office as a ‘domestic violence 
victim’, is demonstrative of feminist praxis. Post-Beijing funding provided the monetary 
infrastructure, while feminist ethics and kinship solidarity (as most people belonged to one of two 
Dalit sub-castes that dwell in Arakkonam Taluk) provided the ‘care infrastructure’. It is important 
to note here that the specific acts which make up the ‘care infrastructure’ I am referring to are 
animated by norms of caste-based kinship. An ‘Akka’ or a ‘Perima’ in this context continues to 
perform the emotional (and monetary) duties of these corresponding consanguineal relatives as 
iterable to most Tamil communities. Kinship networks therefore provide the social security that 
bolsters and channels the access to post-Beijing donor funding. This dynamic demonstrates 
Bourdieu’s notion of ‘capital conversion’ i.e. economies of care are directly brought into contact 
with the circulation of finance, converting them from one form to the other when required, and 
implicating them within the same structures. At the same time, it also complicates the argument 
made by Han (2011), in which neoliberal capital is a site where the temporal architecture of kinship 
is transformed through the implication of kinship obligation in the financial networks of 
borrowing, debt, and slow decay. To reiterate, organizations like the TNDWM mediate individual 
experiences of debt and borrowing, thus collectivizing the experience of insecurity. The wider 
definition of ‘kin’ within both the feminist imaginary, as well as the imaginary of caste-based 
relatedness, here serves to create a safety net of social care.  
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Fatima and the other women in the movement are aware of the ‘duties’ that parents and 
close kin are meant to perform; these duties are specific to the caste that these women and girls 
belong to. As members belonging to the same broad caste-groupings, which are specific to 
geographies, these activists know what constitutes a rite-of-passage ritual. While they stand-in 
for the child’s parents, or the woman’s family, what constitutes these relations is not created only 
through feminist solidarity: what is at play here are affective frameworks of kinship and care 
(Han 2011).  
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CHAPTER 3: WE DON’T WASH OUR DIRTY LAUNDRY IN PUBLIC 
 
Two years ago, before I left Tamil Nadu to start graduate work in the United States, I heard 
rumors that activists from TNDWM I had previously met, Magimai and Vimala had left the 
organization. While resignation from their positions may not have elicited anything more than 
concern, to leave TNDWM was probably seen as tantamount to betrayal. I can never be sure of 
what caused these women to leave the movement (however temporarily), or the reaction elicited 
from the rest of the TNDWM, especially from Fatima. However, it is possible to glean the 
magnitude of these events from the amount, and forms of labor that went into keeping TNDWM’s 
reputation intact.  
 
In early 2015, the activist or broadly feminist political lot in Chennai organized a range of 
events and activities, first commemorating Tamil activists and Human Right defenders from Sri 
Lanka, and then a month-long celebration of Ambedkar’s birth month. Curiously enough, Vimala 
and Magi were not around in any of the big meetings that TNDWM organized in Chennai or 
Arakkonam. Having defined my area of research interest, I diligently went to every activist 
meeting held in Chennai, Pondicherry, and in the neighboring Kanchipuram district which borders 
Arakkonam, on every issue ranging from shrimp aquaculture and livelihoods to gender, sexuality 
and violence against women and sexual minorities.  
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These women’s absence was most conspicuous at the women’s rights planning meetings 
held in Chennai, as every organization or movement across Tamil Nadu would send 
‘representatives’ to these meetings. Movement and activist ‘liaison’ was usually performed by 
Magimai and Vimala from TNDWM, it was odd that somebody else was always filling in for them. 
Was their absence corroborating the rumors I had heard from other activists in the city? Once or 
twice, I wondered if I should call Magimai, the only activist other than Fatima I had built a close 
working relationship with at that point. According to these rumors, there was a ‘big rift’ within the 
movement-organization. An activist-scholar whom I would meet often, and who knew of my 
interest in TNDWM’s work, asked me about it. She said that she had heard rumors that indicated 
discomfort experienced by some members of the TNDWM with romantic relationships; 
particularly a younger activist building a romantic relationship with a man known to them all. My 
acquaintance indicated that the situation was murky, the facts unclear, and the narrative slightly 
worrying. She wondered aloud, at one point, if this was indicative of a broader sexual morality at 
play, or an unease with “peers” within a movement, also having romantic relationships. “After 
all”, she said, “the Communist Party gets very upset if ‘comrades’ slept with each other…within 
these movements, such relationships are considered tantamount to incest”. I asked her if the 
movement would feel the same way if a couple were to come in, already married or in a 
relationship, to work with them. We continued wondering, back-and-forth, about different 
scenarios that would invoke ire from the range of movements we were familiar with, what would 
cause them shame, or embarrassment, or to outright dismiss or even ostracize its members. From 
idle gossip, our conversation turned into a discussion on how movements negotiate morality.  
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In this section, I examine how secrecy, reputation and their relationship to gossip organize 
the kin-like relations that define the boundaries of the TNDWM. I say kin-like here, as fictive 
kinship dovetails with filial kinship arrangements and the idioms that they generate, both forms 
co-constituting each other. As Sally Engle Merry notes, gossip and scandal are part of “larger 
social processes … that lead to the implementation of powerful social, economic and political 
sanctions” (1997, pp. 48). I argue that a movement like the TNDWM has everything to lose if its 
reputation were to come under scrutiny, given their precarious status in relation to other male-
dominated political groups in Tamil Nadu.  
 
Veils of secrecy  
Gracie was substituting for Magi and Vimala in their absence. The bulk of their duties were 
hers to take on, in addition to her regular mobilizing work, and travelling on fact-finding missions 
whenever (and wherever) there were atrocities committed against Dalit people. Whenever she was 
in Chennai for a big meeting, others would quiz her as to Magi and Vimala’s whereabouts, and 
she looked like she would crack under the pressure of having to mask whatever was the truth, and 
reply with a disingenuous but sugary, “they are taking time off as they are ill”. Nobody probed 
further, as Chennai’s activist circle was known to thrive on gossip, and it was almost as if everyone 
knew what was happening, but would never allude to it. After a few months, Gracie was beginning 
to look positively resentful that she had to keep up this charade, of covering up for Magimai and 
Vimala, and more importantly, for Fatima. Combined with the extra work she had to do as she was 
asked to substitute for Magimai and Vimala, it was not surprising that Gracie may have been 
feeling a little let down.  
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Fatima on the other hand, was not used to being quizzed on matters that she may possibly 
find embarrassing. Her matriarch status in Arakkonam usually elicited deference and dignified 
silences from the rest of TNDWM. While I did not have a window into the world she inhabited 
with international donors and activists, where I am sure she had an even bigger reputation to keep 
up, for the first ever time, I was witness to her floundering.  She would look give Gracie a dark 
look, rather unsubtly, which made everybody wonder whether they were conspiring. Of course, 
behind their backs, activists would say that the need to conspire arises only if there was a façade 
to keep up, and in this case, the façade of cohesiveness. In any case, Fatima was actively avoiding 
other activists, evading judgement, or the pointed remarks that the movement has failed to be 
cohesive. Fatima’s own sense of failure was palpable, bringing us to the question: how can the 
‘success’ of a social movement be measured, and what are its indices? I have chosen to take up 
these questions in another form in my discussion on legacy in the next section, but it is important 
to keep them in mind as we think about reputation and scandal. The existence of scandal, and the 
fracture of reputation, is indicative of what is most valuable in a movement: cohesion and 
uniformity. The absence of cohesion, in a sense, already signifies failure.  
 
Last year, when I finished my first year of graduate work and returned to Tamil Nadu, I 
found Magi and Vimala sitting brightly in the office. Everyone went about their business as usual. 
There was no indication that these two women had been pointedly absent from every activist space 
for more than a year. It had been a couple of years, at least, since we last met, and they did 
acknowledge that. They told me that they had missed seeing me around, and that I somehow looked 
“older” to them (“maybe it is living in America without parents”). It felt like visiting relatives after 
a long time, to be told that they remembered you when you were younger, and “oh look how grown 
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up you are now!”. They also had many questions for me: about my life in America, whether I was 
in touch with activist groups there, particular Black feminist activists (whom the TNDWM 
believes to be their long-lost sisters), and even about my day-to-day life which I consider 
thoroughly mundane and not very worthy of reportage (“do you cook everyday or do you eat 
junk?” or “what are white people like to live with?”) 
 
After much raucous laughter, there was a long silence, and we all knew this was the 
moment to take a poke at the elephant in the room. I drew a breath, and asked as gently as possible, 
whether they had been away for a little while, even before I had left the country? Magimai had an 
inscrutable smile on her face, giving nothing away, as Vimala squirmed and looked discomfited. I 
was afraid I had embarrassed Vimala, and was kicking myself for it. It was important for these 
women to keep up these appearances, and they expected me, another Tamil woman, to understand 
and honor them. Magimai gently answered my question saying that her diabetes had flared up over 
the past two years, “my legs were so swollen that I couldn’t walk, Akka8 was very generous about 
giving me a year’s leave”, and that Vimala had “some health problems”. Vimala looked relieved 
at Magimai’s ambivalent tone, and more importantly at my lack of further curiosity.  
 
This came up later when I formally interviewed Fatima as well. “Magimai, poor thing, 
suffers from diabetes you know- her legs were so swollen that she couldn’t walk, and I decided 
that it is important for activists, especially women to have some time off if they are suffering from 
such relentless diseases”. I was struck at the repetition of one particular phrase: “her legs were so 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8Akka, or ‘older sister’ refers to Fatima, here. I find that in most cases, activists, regardless of their age, refer to 
Fatima as Akka. She was the generic ‘Akka’ of the movement. While respect accorded to age, especially amongst 
older women, is signified by suffixing an ‘Amma’ after the name, which literally means ‘mother’ but across 
Tamil Nadu, refers to the generic older woman (eg. Saroja Amma), ‘Akka’ seemed to function as an honorific.  
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swollen that she couldn’t walk”. It seemed rehearsed, the tone as well as the phrasing. Neither is 
this an attempt to trivialize bodily suffering or the experience of illness, nor do I think Fatima has 
been excessively generous in allowing Magi and Vimala to time off, if indeed, the reason was 
illness. I was, however, intrigued by the rehearsed answers and the cohesively constructed 
pretenses; the investment in coming off as a ‘unified whole’ despite all the mess and tension that 
seemed to exist in everyday lived realities of activist life, was immense. The investment in 
posturing, and maintaining a façade of unity emerges from a place of deep anxiety, that as I argue 
in the next section, some of these anxieties emerge from concerns that have to do with the potential 
future that the movement could have. In this conversation,  Fatima also pointedly mentioned that 
Magi had been paid an income that entire year despite her absence, and that SRED had paid for 
her medical expenses. For a moment, I wondered if this was also a form of posturing, to let me 
know that SRED/TNDWM ‘takes care’ of its employees, pays for medical expenses, and that she, 
Fatima, was a generous ‘employer’ or the benevolent ‘Akka’.  
 
This was one of my last interviews in the summer, and as we said goodbye later in the 
evening, Fatima mentioned, in a self-assured way, that I should send her whatever I write, and she 
will ‘okay it’ before it goes out into a public forum for others to read. I had no doubt that this is a 
fair request: as knowledge-producers who have the ‘power to represent our subjects’, allowing our 
collaborators and informants, who have been generous enough to share their intimate thoughts, 
hopes, insecurities and anxieties with us before it is ‘out there’ for the world to see is probably 
something very basic that we owe them. However, Fatima’s tone intrigued me: it was the same 
tone that I had seen her use with Gracie, when she writes a fact-finding report, or Vimala when 
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she writes a funding request, and Fatima, as the ‘Akka’ and leader of the movement, had to ‘okay’ 
every document or handbill or pamphlet that went into the ‘outside’ world.   
 
Once again, Fatima was establishing the power and hierarchy that comes with her status as 
the matriarch in the movement, and it speaks to the politics of producing a homogeneous narrative 
of what constitutes the ‘truth’, that it is singular and needs Fatima’s approval. I was reminded of 
the number of times Gracie and Magi had given me their honest opinions on various aspects of the 
collaborative archival project that we were working on, and then provided the caveat, “please 
‘clear’ it with Akka before we plan this any further”, or “make sure Akka knows what we are doing 
and is okay with it”.  
 
Further, as a Tamil woman from the same region, I was expected to comply with this 
endeavor. Presumably, I espoused the same affective ties to ‘community’ and ‘family’, and I would 
understand what the ‘loss of reputation’ would mean in this context. Many scholars have written 
about Tamil womanhood and virtue, as well as the social value that reputation is imbued with. 
Reputation is most often conceptualized vis-à-vis the Tamil family, where the women in the family 
are its ‘keepers’, through maintaining their chastity or mānam (Vera-Sanso 2000). Further, Vera-
Sanso observes, that the loss of reputation is not limited to the experience of shame and 
humiliation, but “can have significant material consequences” (2000, pp. 123).  
 
TNDWM’s reputation may not necessarily rest on chastity or sexual virtue of individual 
activists, though that is worthy of debate given the vignette I opened this section with. However, 
they certainly have a reputation to hold up that is based on their unanimity. Structured by the norms 
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of Tamil kinship that Vera-Sanso outlines (2000), TNDWM would suffer material losses if their 
reputation were lost. For example, they are likely to lose funding, or even potential alliances with 
other activist groups, if they are perceived to lack cohesion or unity. The mainstream Tamil society 
in Arakkonam that already feels threatened by the TNDWM, often labelling them “immoral home-
breakers”, calling out insults at them during their mass rallies, will tear them apart in a trice. Worse 
still, the rest of the activist community in Tamil Nadu would perceive the movement as lacking 
direction, and therefore, any future. This would feed directly into one of TNDWM’s most 
significant anxieties: the making of legacy. 
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CHAPTER 4: THE MAKING OF LEGACY 
 
Come July 2016, Gracie and I had begun conducting oral history interviews for the 
envisioned archival project. The idea of this project is to curate a collection of materials, oral 
history interviews, pamphlets, posters, handbills, poetry and songs from the movement. We were 
also planning to annotate these, so that activists could reflect on events of the past, and how that 
has shaped contemporary activism.  
 
Aravamudan, as I mentioned before, had offered to accompany us in our quest: we were 
relying on his translation skills, and more importantly, his navigability. The terrain was unfamiliar 
to Gracie, who had only ever met Pichamma and Arputhamma, the two activists we were going to 
interview, at the SRED office. These women’s legacies preceded them: when I had spoken to 
Fatima at the beginning of the summer about the women she could think of as ‘legendary’ activists, 
who could tell us about the inception of radical feminist politics in the region, the fore-runners of 
the TNDWM, these were the first two names that popped into her mind.  
 
In this Section, I explore how ‘legacy’, or the potential disregard of it, generates anxiety 
among activists. Further, I will argue that activists are riddled with anxiety about leaving behind a 
robust legacy mainly because of changes in a generational social landscape, where its potential 
outcome could be dismantling the infrastructure of care, especially for aging activists. I contend 
that legacy-making for Dalit feminist activists is at once personal, while it is collective. While     
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Pichamma and Arputhamma, as much as any other older activist, is considered to be ‘legendary’ 
or ‘having legacy’, it is ultimately the collective legacy of TNDWM which enables an 
infrastructure of care to be put in place; in a sense, each aging activist is imbued with the quality 
of legacy (‘having’) while TNDWM’s collective legacy has ‘movement’ (‘to be carried on’ or 
‘leaving behind’). In a sense, each of these women become conduits of history and legacy.  
 
 While there has been little anthropological scholarship on ‘legacy’, Laurence Ralph’s 
work on nostalgia, and the related anxieties experienced by older activists in grappling with 
changing landscapes (Ralph 2014) has been useful in understanding Dalit activist legacy. I will 
use Ralph’s conceptual arc to look at intergenerational differences in aspiration and mobility to 
build on my formulation of care infrastructure and anxieties regarding the future. This section will 
build on this understanding on nostalgia, which Ralph borrows from Svetlana Boym (Ralph 2014). 
Nostalgia here marks a temporal rupture of sorts, in the sense that ‘nostalgia’ is experienced for a 
time and space in the past, already marking distance from the present. In the experience of 
nostalgia, there is an acknowledgement among activists that ‘things are not the same anymore’, 
converting ‘legacy’ (which has momentum, and continues) into ‘memory’ (which has the quality 
of being remembered, and therefore, alive, but marks a definitive ‘end’). Memory, then, is called 
upon in present times, and in doing so, forecloses possibilities for the future that would otherwise 
be nurtured by legacy.  
 
As such, in the rest of this section, I will attempt to weave a narrative that entwines the 
three categories I have chosen to work with: legacy, memory and nostalgia. In the act of attributing 
legacy to the TNDWM (collective) as well as to its aging activists (individual and personal), Gracie 
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and other younger activists render this older ‘cohort’ of TNDWM activists worthy of care. Legacy, 
then, becomes the site where futurities for activism and change are generated and imagined.  As I 
will go on to elaborate, care extended to these aging activists is a means of building the future (and 
is active). Memory, on the other hand, is understood to be more stagnating: in memory, the future 
is not tended. Rather, memory entails the cultivation of nostalgia about a past that is definitely 
marked as ‘gone by’. Nostalgia, then, is the petrification of time, whereas legacy entails 
momentum.  
 
The act of care, as I will demonstrate, comes with expectations for the future: in caring for 
the present, activists invest the future with possibility. The anxiety that they experience about what 
might happen if their work is not carried on, has to do with the foreclosing of such futures, in a 
rapidly changing economy where the march of neoliberal market structures can no longer be 
contained by the ‘family’ of the TNDWM. This is why, I refer to care as a form of ‘infrastructure’ 
which simultaneously corresponds to, while challenging, post-Beijing neoliberal institutional 
infrastructure that makes a form of ‘professionalization’ of doing politics commonsensical.  
 
Investments and Insurance 
As Gracie and I approached the first settlement, where Arputhamma and Pichamma 
apparently live, we were led into a village ‘main square’. A few middle-aged men were hanging 
out on the cemented area around the biggest tree, chatting. Gracie seemed anxious: she was 
unfamiliar with this part of the district and that was throwing her off. Nevertheless, we stopped to 
ask for directions to Pichamma’s house.  She was met with many questions that she had not 
prepared for- how do you know her? Does she know that she is going to have a visitor today? Do 
you know her niece who takes care of her? Gracie was especially annoyed at the last question, 
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murmuring that if there was a niece, she had never heard of her in all the times that she had met 
Pichamma. It seemed to me that for the first time, Gracie’s self-perception was being gently 
troubled: she seemed anxious that the intimacy that she expected to have already existed, between 
herself and past activists of TNDWM, seemed to be absent, with nothing else to fill that void. 
 
After a fair amount of navigation- mostly trial and error- we reached a house that happened 
to be the ‘niece’s’ residence. Gracie’s stance eased up a bit when we realized that the woman is 
not really a relative, just someone that Pichamma considers ‘niece-like’, who looks out for her, 
helps her buy groceries, assists her when she needs to go to the doctor in the nearest town. She 
guided us to Pichamma’s home, and Gracie pointedly said that she can “take it from here”. We 
went on to have a detailed conversation with Pichamma, reminiscing and feeling nostalgic for the 
good old days when they all got arrested for protesting against the Indian military intervention in 
Sri Lanka, spending many nights in jail, teaching the female constables all about social injustice 
and how they are going to fight it all their lives.  
 
Towards the end of our visit, Pichamma suggested that we walk around the settlement 
looking for Arputhamma. It seemed curious that Arputhamma would be anywhere but her house 
in the middle of an afternoon in June, the summer sun beating down on the dry, barren terrain of 
north Tamil Nadu. Gracie must have wondered, too, as she asked why we need to go ‘looking for 
her’ in the first place. “You will see,” said Pichamma, “I told you she wasn’t ‘right in the head’” 
(Here, I translate literally from “Athukku moola seri illa”)  
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A few doors from her residence, Arputhamma was lying spread-eagle and muttering 
incoherently to herself, half her body spread out on the outer cemented perimeter of the shack, her 
toes skimming the untreated drain water. The niece hurried over to help her up. Pichamma 
quickened her pace, balancing on her make-shift walking stick the best she could. Arputhamma 
continued to mutter incoherently. Pichamma was desperately trying to explain to her that people 
from the ‘big town’ were visiting, and had come looking for them, her tone unmistakeable of a 
nanny trying to cheer up a cranky toddler. Amidst this, Gracie was peppering Pichamma’s 
explanations with tactless requests for an interview, saying that we are all eager to listen to her talk 
about the ‘old days’ of protest and being arrested. At this point, Arputhamma started beating her 
chest and flailing, repeatedly saying “leave me alone, I don’t know anything… I don’t have 
anything to tell you”. She was obviously disturbed at the sight of strangers. Gracie looked 
crestfallen: “but don’t you remember anything at all? You remember Fatima, don’t you? Fatima… 
who set up SRED, Fatima… who was so supportive when you all wanted to set up Women’s 
Support Groups?” In all her flailing, Arputhamma’s saree had come undone, and Aravamudan 
turned his face away in embarrassment. The ‘niece’ went over to cover her up, as Gracie murmured 
to Pichamma that maybe if we took her inside, and gave her a drink of water, she may feel better 
and be willing to talk. Pichamma looked defeated: “I told you that she wasn’t right in the head”. 
Feeling discomfited, I was trying to convince Gracie to let this go.  
 
None of us uttered a word on the drive back to the SRED office. Aravamudan looked stoic 
in the rear-view mirror, but this debacle was perhaps much more than he had bargained for. 
Occupying the passenger seat next to me, Gracie looked despondent. A couple of times, I wondered 
if I should say something comforting. After all, it must have come as a shock to witness women 
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like Pichamma and Arputhamma, whose legacies preceded them, utterly helpless. A week later, I 
managed to catch Gracie on her own, after she returned from a fact-finding trip in another district. 
I wanted to talk to her about that troubling afternoon and simultaneously reassure her that we could 
annotate the history of the movement in a way that doesn’t pressure older activists to talk if they 
didn’t feel up to it. Gracie’s only response was this: “Most people have some ‘insurance’ by the 
time they become old. They invest in their children and grandchildren, and in turn they look after 
them. When they invest in this collective, it becomes our job to look after them… and we failed”.  
 
Gracie tellingly used the word ‘yengal’ as opposed to ‘nammal’ in this context which I 
have translated into the generic ‘our’ in English; I point out this distinction to draw attention to 
semantics that index linguistic differences in kinship terms that imply belonging. Had she used the 
term nammal i.e. ‘our’ as a term that is inclusive of me, she would be calling upon a feminist 
solidarity that is abstract, and built on principle and ideology rather than bonds of kinship 
established through everyday forms of labour. By using the term yengal, she was clearly separating 
‘them’ (the Dalit feminist activists in the region) from ‘me’ (the generic feminist researcher who 
may be Tamil, but from Chennai, the ‘metropolis’ which putatively dissolves region-based caste 
specificities but at the same time carries the privilege of being upper-class and Brahmin). Further, 
by using a term that alludes to caste-based kinship, she indicates that it is the ‘duty’ vested in a 
younger generation of Dalit women, like herself, whose activism was nurtured in that space, the 
space of legacy that these women have woven for themselves, and the town of Arakkonam.  
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Generational Anxieties 
This takes me back to one of the first few conversations that Gracie, Anbu and I had last 
summer, in my first week in Arakkonam. The two of them were lamenting that the youngest 
member of the movement was Anbu, who was already in her mid-thirties. Often, Anbu joked that 
as long as there were no new recruits in the TNDWM who showed signs of staying on in the long 
term, she would always be considered a ‘young activist’ despite rapidly approaching forty. Hence, 
the infantilizing: Anbu was called ‘Kutty’9 by everybody except me. As the youngest in the 
organization, and as Fatima’s ‘little’ niece, most of the activists remember her as a child who hung 
around the office in its early days doing homework for school. As Magimai once said, “I have seen 
this girl since she was wearing a frock, and the movement is probably almost as old as she is…” 
 
 This lament was reflected in Gracie’s ponderings earlier that day, when we were driving 
to the village to chat with Pichamma and Arputhamma. Gracie’s casual remarks were particularly 
illuminating, especially when it came to the future of the movement, for Gracie always had a 
different narrative the minute I switched on my recording device. This was a ubiquitous 
phenomenon among the activists. Casual chats about the ‘next generation’ or the priorities of 
young Dalit women who were in the ‘job market’ would precipitate a range of anxieties about the 
future of the movement: “Do young women know that the reason they were able to go to high 
school (and in some cases, college) is because we fought hard? Why do they imagine that 
Government empowerment programs is the reason they are able to do the things they want to do?” 
Gracie’s comments, here, reflect those of Ralph’s older informants, those who feel nostalgic for 
the days when ‘gangs’ were tied into Civil Rights discourse and were active political platforms.   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9“Kutty” literally translates into “small” or “diminutive”, and is often an address of endearment to girl-children. 
It is important to note that this word is never used in the case of boys or male children. Adult Tamil men also 
use this term to address their wives to simultaneously infantilize and express affection. 
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Gracie’s laments also extended to the way in which activism was conducted today, or in 
cases where opportunities to collectivize were seemingly jettisoned. For example, in the summer 
of 2016, all of Tamil Nadu was uproarious in their response to the murder of a young woman in 
Chennai, on her way to work. Swathi- the woman in question- was stabbed in broad daylight, as 
she waited to board the Chennai local train in the morning, by a man who was speculated to be a 
jilted lover. As a young working professional, an engineer at Infosys, performing mundane 
activities such as waiting to board a train to work, she was very relatable to Tamil youth across 
classes and caste-groups. While a lot of young Dalit women may never in reality occupy the same 
position or status (and were probably employed to work on the shop floors of Infosys’ satellite 
companies), it is what Swathi represented that made her accessible. She embodied what they all 
aspired for: middle-class success. She was drawing her own income, had earned an engineering 
degree from a reputed technical institute, and had supportive parents who dropped her off at the 
railway station every morning.  
 
It came as a shock to all that violence against women, was indeed, that ubiquitous. Fatima 
lamented that nothing had changed since she first started fighting injustice, as did most feminist 
activists in their sixties and seventies. Gracie, Anbu, Magi and many other ‘younger activists’ in 
their forties and fifties wondered what they could possibly do in their activism that could change 
this culture: they all felt like they were butting their heads against an unbreakable wall.  
 
Throughout the state, including Chennai and Arakkonam, there were protests- big and 
small- throughout the summer. Every women’s rights organization had put out a statement, as had 
every political party in Tamil Nadu. Many articles were written and circulated about an extant 
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culture of misogyny in the state (a fair observation about Dravidian political culture) that allows 
for incidents such as these to take place. And while the TNDWM took this as their next big 
challenge, and painted an outwardly façade of renewed energy, Gracie, whom I spent the most 
time with in the two weeks succeeding this incident was either sullen or enraged.  
 
As expected, many young women in Tamil Nadu, came to the fore asking for Swathi’s 
attacker to be given capital punishment, reminding many of us of the response to the ‘Nirbhaya’ 
rape case that occurred in Delhi in 2012. This is one of the big controversies that mark a neat divide 
between feminists in India and the general public when it came to protesting sexual violence and 
rape. Women’s groups in India have been undeterred in their stance that however heinous the 
crime, no action deserves capital punishment. Gracie was appalled by this demand. “What gives 
us the right as a democracy to ask the State to take away a citizen’s life?” she said, “this is a sign 
of lack of civility (anākarīkam)”. While the word nākarīkam implies the condition of being 
‘civilized’, Gracie used it in the context of a polity that lacks any moral dialogue about life and 
death, especially in the context of the State having the power over life. Additionally, Gracie was 
also upset that young women, Dalit or otherwise, lacked a sense of regional history, and that the 
articulation of their demands seemed to be oblivious to extant discourses of feminist struggle and 
resistance. 
 
Another phenomenon that made Gracie deeply unhappy was the manner in which many 
young women rushed to ‘shop floor’ jobs after graduating (and in some cases, failing) high school. 
A large number of these shop floors are located in the notorious Special Economic Zones (SEZs) 
in Kanchipuram District, which has attracted a sizeable foreign capital investment. This has been 
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one of the most significant structural changes in India since the 1990’s, when the nation decided 
to liberalize its economy, fading out of its Nehruvian Socialist past. This has resulted borders being 
opened up to foreign capital investment, where factories are set up in specially marked SEZs which 
fall outside of the jurisdiction of regular civil law. This narrative has been recognized as a global 
phenomenon, and has generated a wide array of scholarship (for the most succinct summary of 
this phenomenon, see Aihwa Ong, 2006). 
 
Vellore and Arakkonam district’s proximity to this ‘industrial corridor’ in Kanchipuram, 
has meant that companies such as Foxconn, Sanmina, Samsung, Dell, BMW, Hindustan Motors, 
among many others, looked to these neighbouring districts for shop floor labour. Young Dalit men 
and women are sub-contracted to perform assembly line tasks in the automobile and electronics 
industry, respectively (Dutta 2009). Many of the young Dalit women, especially, are the first 
generation in their families to go to high school, and allow themselves an imaginary of being 
‘working women’: drawing an income, setting aside part of it for their families, owning 
smartphones (whom Gracie repeatedly referred to as the “WhatsApp generation”), dating young 
men, going to the movies. Their mothers and grandmothers worked as agricultural labour on land 
owned by dominant-caste Vanniyar and Naidu landlords in the region. Being high-school 
educated, this ‘new generation’ is perceived as overqualified to perform agricultural labour, but 
underqualified to hold ‘white-collar’ jobs.  
 
True to the neoliberal structures that generated them, SEZs worldwide have been governed 
by laws that prevent workers from unionizing. Party-affiliated unions in India have tried their best 
to work their way around the specifics of SEZ laws to build collectives if not unions (Roy 2009). 
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However, the geographies of SEZ labour are not amenable to political activities, either. Most of 
these factories employ women in districts other than the ones they are located in, even if it is just 
the neighboring district. While women from the southern part of the region find room-and-board 
in and around Kanchipuram town, they are young, vulnerable and living by themselves for the first 
time. Women from Vellore and other nearby districts are ferried up and down from their homes 
for twelve-hour shifts by the ‘company bus’. On the occasion that I travelled to Arakkonam from 
Chennai very early in the morning, I used to see these buses lined up in dozens on the highway 
leading to Sriperumbudhur, to transport those working night-shifts. 
 
Gracie’s dismay emerged from the fact that many of these young women came from 
families which had formed the village-level base for TNDWM’s activities. When the movement 
first began, activists had recruited a large number of women to the ‘Grama Viduthalai Penngal 
Iyakkam’ (as mentioned before, the Rural Women’s Liberation Movement), who formed village-
level localized bases that TNDWM tapped into and worked with. They took up village-level 
organizing and were trained to perform legal aid to women in their individual villages. They also 
doubled up as ‘cohorts’ that the TNDWM arranged training sessions for, on issues as wide-ranging 
as human rights, to land acquisition, gender and sexuality rights, etc. These cohorts of women 
would join mass protests that various groups in the region organized, regardless of the demands 
placed, form networks with other political actors such as party-workers of the various communist 
parties. They would also liaise with State functionaries such as the Collector’s office, the police, 
Taluk Office, doctors and nurses at the Primary Health Centre and Government Hospital, etc. In 
sum, their lives were structured by rhythms of activist labour as much as working in the fields, and 
performing domestic labour, in sum, all these worlds neatly mapped onto each other.  They were 
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perceived as belonging to a radical, grassroots movement, which was imbued with hope and 
imaginaries of living in a more equitable world in the future. The possibility of that future, and 
collective hope and action, constantly shadows the anxiety about acknowledging the legacy of a 
more radical past.  
 
However, Gracie, and others who probably feel that younger women are not ‘radical’ in 
the same way, often tend to forget that geographies of labour that structure their lives are not just 
different, but pose a new challenge to where organizing and mobilizing could take place. The only 
space that lends itself to collective presence (and effervescence) is the shop-floor which is 
governed by forms of surveillance typical of neo-liberal regimes of production (Lynch 2007). In 
other words, supervisors and other personnel from the company monitor bathroom breaks for each 
employee, don’t let more than two or three women into the bathroom fearing that they may speak 
to each other, and jump to mobilize action. For those young women living together in 
Kanchipuram, which could potentially be a context where collective organizing could take place, 
the unfamiliarity of living far away from home, in a place and time that defines a period of limbo 
between ‘childhood’ and ‘marriage’ ensures that they never feel grounded enough to engage in 
mass mobilization.  
 
These young women are not entirely oblivious to the struggles that older generations have 
been a part of. They also acknowledge that TNDWM’s work is essential in changing the social 
and political landscape of gender and caste in Tamil Nadu. However, this mirrors the crux of 
Gracie’s anxiety: the tools required for these women to collectivize do not exist at the moment, at 
least within the activist ‘tool-kit’ that is iterable to the TNDWM. Their activism is premised on 
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spatial geographies of labor, and rooted in ‘place’ i.e. women’s residences were close to 
agricultural fields where they worked, they often worked for the same landlord, and mobilizing 
activities were conceptualized keeping this in mind. Changing geographies of labor have created 
a dissonance in what is possible, and where.  
 
This has a bearing on legacy: if we understand collective memory to be spatial, a 
disturbance in spatial and temporal contiguity puts ‘remembrance’ in disarray. This contiguity is 
central for legacies to exist, or rather, to go on. Spatial and temporal ruptures disrupt the 
continuation of legacy, as the infrastructure that holds them together, and needs them, is 
dismantled. This is what I mean by a ‘care infrastructure’. The motivation to keep legacies going, 
is realized in keep the care-infrastructure intact. It is in recognizing Arputhamma and Pichamma 
as legendary figures, whose legacies are told and re-told for them to acquire this status in the 
present, that the care-infrastructure of the TNDWM can extend to them.  
 
Without a narrative to bolster the making of ‘legacy’, it turns into ‘memory’. While 
memories, and nostalgia are certainly relevant to the struggle for collective recognition (from 
society) and affirmative action (from the State), the space of memory marks a clear 
acknowledgement that it is a silhouette from the past.  In making sense of his older informants’ 
dissatisfaction with gangs and their solidarities today, Laurence Ralph writes, “I fight the 
temptation to regard his commentary as some kind of nostalgic yearning for the past, rather than 
the desire for a different present. In his lamentations of the contemporary state of the gang, 
structural changes are reduced to bad decision making” (Ralph, 2010).  
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Similarly, Gracie is not merely nostalgic for the past: she wants the past to inform the 
present differently. What she would probably like is for the WhatsApp generation to be aware of 
the legacies of women like Arputhamma and Pichamma, and in a few years, Fatima and herself as 
well, and think about what this means as they perform assembly line tasks everyday. She would 
like for them to be aware of the legacy of TNDWM and the democratic values they stand for as 
they angrily demand for the State to take away a man’s life as a sentence for rape. Most 
importantly, she would like for the present to accommodate a way by which young women would 
care for her, if there ever comes a time in the future when she stops remembering what she labored 
for all her life.   
 
In reflecting on this, Gracie is clearly identifying her anxiety of a discontinued legacy to 
be central to the economy, or as I say, infrastructure of care. In finding Arputhamma lying half-
abandoned that summer afternoon, Gracie is struck by her own generation’s failure in this project. 
As discussed before, changes in the neoliberal economy which allowed for donor funding to create 
infrastructure for material forms of care, slowly whittled away at the affective care infrastructure 
that bolstered it. Despite intimate kinship ties to the past and present of TNDWM, this 
infrastructure seems to have broken down, causing a rupture both in their façade of unity, as well 
as, in the landscape of activism.  
 
To re-iterate, the rupture I am referring to has a temporal quality, in that the next generation 
of the ‘self’ forged through Dalit political action has to re-imagine narrating the past, as well as 
the imagining a future. The past has to be re-fashioned, and memories have to fill the void that 
legacies leave behind. Similarly, this also poses challenges for the future, and for futurity: without 
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another generation of young Dalit women, or another cohort of Dalit feminists, who could 
potentially perform the emotional labor of care for an older generation of activists, and keep the 
genealogy of Dalit activism going?  
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION 
 
Sitting in Chapel Hill almost eight months after I conducted a mere three months of 
fieldwork in Arakkonam, a lot has changed, and yet it seems like not too much has. Recently, the 
Bhartiya Janata Party (henceforth, B.J.P.), the ruling party of the nation, cracked down on 
Christian charities. This is not surprising given the party’s openly Hindu nationalist affiliations. 
TNDWM seems to be experiencing the changes that have emerged with the new B.J.P. government 
at their doorstep; anxieties abound as to whether their funding from Dan Church Aid will be cut 
off. In my last conversation with Fatima and Gracie, they both assured me that everything was as 
is, and not much is going on around them. I found this hard to believe, as Gracie seemed to have 
finally broken out of her disdain for the WhatsApp generation, and made a Facebook account for 
TNDWM. “Did you get my ‘friend request’,” Gracie asked me, guffawing with laughter. She 
clearly found it hilarious that she had to succumb to an era where activism is performed online, as 
much as in-the-flesh.  
 
In this thesis, I have attempted to understand how idioms of kinship and relatedness 
structure activist life in a Dalit feminist collective in Arakkonam. I have traced how these notions 
of relatedness are realized in what I refer to as ‘care infrastructure’. An extant economy of care 
functions as a currency which bolsters intimacy and political solidarities. I have also explored how 
care is often packaged as indebtedness, or gratitude, but is iterated as care, nevertheless. I have 
placed this argument in the context of changing social, economic and political landscapes in India 
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 after the 1990’s. In doing so, I have identified a paradox in how care infrastructures have come to 
be: donor funding that came in post-Beijing, in a neoliberalizing India, dovetailed with an extant 
affective economy of care, and while gaining strength from it, also whittled away at this economy.   
 
I have also identified that feminist solidarity does not necessarily exclude regional, Tamil 
notions of kinship and relatedness. In doing so, I have mapped the ways in which Tamil moral 
worlds that are indexed by kinship norms also have a bearing on the way a collective like the 
TNDWM functions. I have explored how upholding a reputation becomes important to activist 
collectives, and the inherent ironies that this façade generates: while the activist community 
identifies the polemical nature of Tamil political culture as having provided a healthy matrix for 
movements, struggles and dissent to flourish, it is telling that an enormous investment goes into 
maintaining the façade of unanimity and one-ness.  
 
Finally, I link ‘reputation’ with the role played by ‘legacy’, by exploring how the lack of 
legacy precipitates anxieties that, once again, fundamentally have to do with the break-down of 
care networks. Legacies and afterlives especially open up possible questions on post-colonial 
temporalities. In the future, I will attempt to work with the themes that my current work has thrown 
up, to incorporate Ann Laura Stoler’s work on ‘ruin’. Stoler conceptualizes ‘ruin’ as active and 
emergent, rather than passive, accompanied by a sense of neglect, which could be a theoretical 
hinge for future iterations of this work (Stoler 2013).  
 
In that sense, legacy and afterlives of resistance, struggle and social movements are imbued 
with a different kind of life, and are active and emergent. It is very likely that this may be the last 
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empirical vestiges of the Nehruvian model of the Welfare State in India. Ideologically and 
affectively inspired by Fabian Socialist imaginaries in Britain, Jawaharlal Nehru, the first Prime 
Minister of a free and independent India, pushed for this (then) new nation-state to be modelled as 
a Welfare State. Apart from institutional and economic ramifications of the Welfare State, such as 
free public health, free education, and so on, the most significant aspect of this imaginary is that it 
constituted a Socialist self. By this, I mean that the selfhood forged in this new nation-state made 
collective endeavor, whether it is to fight for recognition, sovereignty or social justice, or to 
provide care, seem largely commonsensical. This is not to deny the various inequalities and 
injustices that still persist, as we draw close to the nation’s seventieth year in existence. On the 
contrary, this point alerts us to how social landscapes have shifted drastically, precipitating new 
meanings for what it means to struggle, resist and challenge the State.  
 
These changed meanings and mechanics of struggle and resistance are creating new 
institutional spaces which are vested with the task of mediating subjects’ access to full-citizenship. 
Indeed, this allows for possibilities to understand and engage with new landscapes of activism, 
and for new marriages to occur between identity, recognition and democracy in the postcolonial 
India. The steady growth of Hindu cultural nationalism (or Hindutva10) since the nineties, and its 
obvious links to conservative right wing economic policies, has achieved an accelerated pace in 
the last few years, with the election of the B.J.P. and the cementing of Hindu majoritarian power. 
Those at the nation’s social, economic and geographic margins, are rendered more powerless with 
each passing day.   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10Hindutva is an ideology that believes in Hindu supremacy and links the Indian sub-continent (place) to be the 
righteous claim of all Hindus. In order to do so, this fascist rhetoric is also built on constructing Islam as the 
dangerous other. 
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Questions pertaining to legacy become all the more significant in this context. It is pertinent 
to ask: What role can anthropological enquiry play in mapping the temporal architecture of these 
changing landscapes? How can we foreground legacy, both individual and collective, in examining 
these changes? How can further work on legacy can open up new ways of conceptualizing 
temporality within Anthropology, while being deployed as a tool of resistance and struggle against 
dominant political regimes? I conclude with the hope that these questions could shape how history 
and memory inform contemporary and emergent meanings of struggle and resistance.  
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